Abstract Presents the results of an analysis of 28 national and multi-national Canadian firms that had been involved in sport sponsorships at the national or international levels. Detailed interviews were conducted with senior marketing personnel in each company to determine how sponsorships were created and managed. Suggests that those firms which were successful had, either knowingly or fortuitously, developed their sponsorship into a distinctive competence and made it an intrinsic part of the overall marketing and communications mix. By contrast, those that were unsuccessful entered into sponsorship agreements on a more piecemeal basis with little thought of building a coherent marketing image.
Sport sponsorship involves the allocation of scarce resources with the intent of achieving certain organisational objectives (Slack and Bentz, 1996) . Consequently, it has frequently been described in the marketing literature as a strategic activity (Carter, 1996; Gilbert, 1988; Otker, 1988) . The use of recent developments in the strategic management literature to provide insights that will further our understanding of sport sponsorship, as has been the case in the wider marketing field, therefore appears logical and germane. Unfortunately, this is an avenue of research that has been largely neglected. Although the linkages with strategic management have long been recognised in marketing research (e.g. Biggadike, 1981) , similar connections are conspicuously absent in the sponsorship literature. In this paper, we attempt to address this void by extending our previous arguments that sponsorship agreements should be considered as strategic investments (cf. Amis et al., 1997) . Specifically, we contend that any firm entering into a sponsorship agreement should treat its sponsorship as a resource which, either singly or in combination with other resources, can be developed into an area of distinctive competence which in turn can assist the firm to a position of sustainable competitive advantage.
To this end, the remainder of the paper is divided into six sections. In the first of these we argue that sport sponsorship should be considered a resource which can be the basis of competitive advantage. In the next section we present arguments to suggest that for this advantage to be sustainable, the sponsorship Sport sponsorship 251 must be developed into a distinctive competence. We then go on to outline how data about the sponsorship activities of 28 Canadian national and multinational companies were collected. Next we provide case illustrations of four companies which were successful with their sponsorships, and four which were not. These data are then analysed to demonstrate that the companies which were successful developed this aspect of their operations into a distinctive competence, while those which failed did not. We finish with some brief concluding remarks.
Sponsorship as a resource
There are two major paradigms within the strategy literature which seek to explain sustained superior performance. During the 1980s, the principal focus of strategy analysts was on the link between strategy and the external environment. This work was exemplified by Michael Porter's (1980 Porter's ( , 1985 Porter's ( , 1989 research on industry structure, and the empirical studies based on the PIMS (Profit Impact Marketing Strategy) project (for example, Buzzell and Gale, 1987) . Recently, however, there has been a departure from these industrial organisation based theories, which it has been suggested account for only 8 per cent to 15 per cent of the variance in firms' performances (Black and Boal, 1994) . Instead, scholars have revived interest in the resource-based view of the firm and its underlying tenet that competitive advantage emerges through the accumulation and deployment of proprietary resources.
Some sources of competitive advantage are, of course, more enduring than others. Tangible, non-tacit resources will quickly diffuse through a particular industry resulting in any advantages held by an incumbent firm not remaining unique for very long (Wright, 1994) . The extent to which firms can obtain similar resources and transfer them efficiently to the industry and market in question will determine the relative decline of the incumbent's advantage. The most potent proprietary assets, therefore, are intangible and tacit (McGrath et al., 1995; Nelson and Winter, 1982; Prahalad and Hamel, 1990) .``Resources that are not articulable, not observable in use, and not apprehensible are the longerterm sources of advantage'' (Wright, 1994, p. 56) . Because they depreciate relatively slowly and are extremely firm-specific, the two most important intangible resources are company or brand image and reputation (Conner, 1991; Grant, 1991; Hall, 1992) . Similarly, increasing public awareness of a brand or company, and changing or enhancing company or brand image and reputation, are cited as the most important reasons for a firm to enter into a sponsorship agreement (Meenaghan, 1991; Mintel, 1994; Witcher et al., 1991) . On the one hand, then, image and reputation are resources which may enable a company to secure a competitive advantage. On the other, sport sponsorship has been shown to be an effective tool with which to alter and enhance a company's image and reputation. Consequently, we believe that sport sponsorship should be considered an important resource which can help companies to secure a position of competitive advantage. However, for any advantage thus gained to be sustainable we contend that the sponsorship on which the advantage is based must be developed into an area of distinctive competence within the firm. Prahalad and Hamel (1990) and Hamel and Prahalad (1994) have suggested that firms which have developed a sustainable competitive advantage have concentrated on becoming world leaders in a small number of``core competencies''. They define a core competence as being a``bundle of skills and technologies that enables a company to provide a particular benefit to customers'' (Hamel and Prahalad, 1994, p. 199) . For a small number of companies, such as McDonalds, Nike, Anheuser-Busch, and Coca-Cola, the time, effort, and money invested in sport sponsorship could render it a skill in which world leadership is worth striving for. More realistic for most firms is to regard sponsorship as but one of a number of skills that, when bundled together with other activities, can contribute to an area of competence within the firm, such as marketing and communications. In this respect, although we adopt some of the ideas put forward by Hamel and Prahalad (1994) , and others, in their work on core competencies, we prefer the term``distinctive competence''. Selznick (1957) first introduced this term to define an activity that a firm is capable of performing better than its competitors. We use it to denote a resource which has been developed and leveraged sufficiently such that it is capable of providing, either on its own or in combination with other resources, a position of sustainable competitive advantage. Like Selznick, however, we use the term as a relative one (to a firm's competitors) rather than an absolute measure, and similarly stress that it must produce an outcome valued by the firm's customers.
Sponsorship as distinctive competence
A sponsorship opportunity, then, should be assessed as to its potential of helping a firm to secure a position of competitive advantage. As Hunt and Morgan (1995; have argued, some firms enjoy superior financial performance because they currently occupy marketplace positions of competitive advantage resulting from a comparative advantage in resources. Once reached, however, this position of advantage is subject to constant attack as competitors seek to close the gap between themselves and the industry leader. This may not become immediately apparent because of societal institutions such as patents or contracts, causal ambiguity, social complexity, tacitness, or time compression diseconomies (Dierckx and Cool, 1989; Nelson and Winter, 1982; Peteraf, 1993; Wernerfelt, 1984) . The imitation of one company's activities by another, for instance the sponsorship of cricket by financial services institutions such as Cornhill, National Westminster Bank, Britannic Assurance, and AXA Equity & Law, or the phenomenon of ambush marketing are examples of tactics used to negate competitive advantages based on sponsorship. As such, if a firm does not work to maintain its position any advantage it has gained will be lost. This may take weeks, months, or even years, depending on the size of the initial advantage and how well the position Sport sponsorship 253 is protected, but eventually all rent generating advantages will be appropriated. Truly sustainable competitive advantage, therefore, is not a static state but rather a dynamic one dependent on a firm constantly moving from one position of advantage to another (D'Aveni, 1994; Grùnhaug and Nordhaug, 1992) .
To achieve this sustainable advantage with the limited supply of resources that any firm has at its disposal requires a deep understanding of what the firm's advantage is dependent on. Consideration can then be given as to how the competencies developed from these resources can be exploited and developed in new and productive ways. Building on the work of Hamel and Prahalad (1994) , we believe that for a sport sponsorship agreement to be developed into a distinctive competence, it must possess three component parts. A first requirement is that the sponsorship is able to provide a significant increase to the perceived customer value of the product or service offered by the firm. This is achieved by ensuring that it yields a significant quality or cost advantage (Hamel and Prahalad, 1994) . Second, the distinctive competence that the firm develops must be unique in order to differentiate the firm from its competitors. In other words, sponsorship assets must either be uniquely held, or, if ubiquitous across the industry, must contribute significantly more to the firm than to any of its competitors.``It makes little sense to define a competence as core if it is omnipresent or easily imitated by competitors'' (Hamel and Prahalad, 1994, p. 206) . Finally, the competence must be usable in a variety of areas: it must be extendable. In this respect, it is important for companies to escape from the oft held view of regarding a particular sponsorship as being valuable only in a single area.
The development of each of these points takes up the remainder of this section. Although, for the sake of clarity, we talk about each separately, the most useful way of thinking about them is as points on an equilateral triangle; alteration in any one of these``triangulation points'' will have an effect on the other two. It is worth reiterating that companies will place different emphases on sport sponsorship within their overall marketing and communications mix. However, it is our contention that the more attention that is paid to each of these points, the greater the likelihood of developing the sponsorship into a distinctive competence capable of securing for the firm a position of sustainable competitive advantage.
Perceived customer value
A sponsorship constitutes a potential source of competitive advantage only if it offers benefits desired by customers. If there is no attempt made to enhance the benefits perceived by the customer, any attempts to leverage such a resource are likely to prove ineffective (Mosakowski, 1993) . As we have seen, tacit, intangible sources of competence are by far the most important when it comes to securing a position of sustainable advantage. Brand equity, a combination of image and reputation, is just such an intangible resource that can add to the perceived customer value of a product or service. Brand equity defines the value to a customer of a perceived product above that which would result for an otherwise identical product without the brand's name (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 1993) . Bharadwaj et al. (1993) suggest four benefits of strong positive brand equity. First, it helps a firm differentiate its products from those of its competitors; second, it serves as a proxy for quality and creates positive images in the minds of consumers; third, it prevents erosion of market share during price and promotion wars; and finally, it prevents market share from declining by giving the firm time to respond to environmental threats.
The impact of brand equity on the consumer emanates from what has been termed in the marketing and psychology literatures as the``halo effect''. The halo effect, or halo error, arises because of``raters failure to discriminate among conceptually distinct and potentially independent attributes, with the result that individual attribute ratings co-vary more than they otherwise would'', (Leuthesser et al., 1995, p. 58) . In other words, the brand is rated on its overall appeal as opposed to any individual, measurable characteristics. Consequently, an effective way for a firm to increase perceived customer value is to exploit the halo effect and increase brand equity through an association with a celebrity endorser (Keller, 1993) .
It has been suggested that marketing campaigns involving celebrity endorsements make advertisements more believable and create a positive attitude towards a particular brand (Kamins et al., 1989) ; enhance advertising message recall by consumers (Friedman and Friedman, 1979) ; aid in the recognition of brand names (Petty et al., 1983) ; and create a distinct personality for the brand (McCracken, 1989) . Ultimately, because they are seen as better value, such brands are more likely to be chosen by customers (Heath et al., 1994; Kamins et al., 1989; Ohnian, 1991) . In their study into the economic worth of celebrity endorsers, Agrawal and Kamakura (1995) found that announcement of celebrity endorsement contracts were reacted to quickly and positively by an average 0.44 per cent increase in stock market listing. Although the effect on public opinion may be small,``even slight perceived differences may significantly influence consumers choices'' (Leuthesser et al., 1995, p. 64) . Perceived customer value is therefore increased by a perception that the quality of the sponsoring firm's product or service is superior to those of its competitors (Hamel and Prahalad, 1994) .
Celebrity endorsements are, of course, a fundamental part of sponsorship agreements. Indeed, Agrawal and Kamakura (1995) found that over 55 per cent of celebrity endorsements are carried out by sports figures. There is little reason to doubt that sponsorship deals with sports teams, leagues or other organisations would have a similar positive effect to those with individuals; what is important is that the sponsored entity appeals to the sponsor's target market. For example, Bass Brewery's sponsorship of the Carling Premier Football League in England was specifically aimed at men over the age of 18. This highly visible association clearly added to the perceived customer value of the product as reflected by a 15 per cent growth in sales of Carling beer, an increase which Bass attributed almost entirely to its Premier League sponsorship (Paragon, 13 December, 1996) . Bass' faith in the sponsorship was exemplified by its decision to extend the agreement for a further four years, until the end of the 2001 season, at a cost of £36 million, triple the amount it paid to secure the original rights for the four seasons between 1993/94 and 1996/97.
It should be acknowledged that there is an inherent risk associated with any sponsorship. When entering into an agreement, the sponsoring firm cannot be sure how exactly the athlete, team or event will perform and/or be perceived by those to whom the sponsor is trying to appeal. As with most things located in the firm's external environment, the sponsorship is not a resource over which the company has total control. Thus, a failed drugs test (Ben Johnson) or poorly organised event (the 1996 Olympic Games) may prove extremely detrimental to a closely associated sponsor. Similarly, it is impossible to determine how long the image of the sponsored entity will retain its pre-eminence in the eyes of those to whom the firm directs its products or services. Of course, these types of ex ante risk are the very things which limit competition for such a resource and thus give sponsorship the potential to provide a sustainable competitive advantage to the firm which does manage to put together a successful sponsorship campaign (Amis et al., 1997) . Consequently, we believe that an association with an appropriate entity can add to the perceived customer value of a firm's product or service.
Competitor differentiation
From the above, it is clear that, in part, competitive advantage depends on creating a capability gap between firms in something that makes a difference to the customer. In other words, the firm must differentiate itself from its competitors. To be sustainable, this capability gap must be enduring (Bharadwaj et al., 1993; Coyne, 1985) . Any advantage gained from the possession of a superior resource would be ephemeral if the competence could be easily imitated or otherwise replicated (Grant, 1991; Peteraf, 1993) . It therefore makes little sense to spend time, money, and effort on seeking to develop a resource into a distinctive competence if the resource is widely held, easy to replicate, or substitutable as any differentiating characteristics would be quickly lost. There are a number of reasons why a resource may be difficult to replicate or imitate. There may be unique historical conditions surrounding the firm that allow it to exploit its idiosyncrasies; there may be ambiguous links between the resources possessed and the advantage realised; there may be social complexities associated with the resource that defy repetition by other firms; or their may be legal barriers such as patents or contracts. As such, a necessary precondition for developing a resource into a distinctive competence is that the resource be imperfectly imitable (Amit and Schoemaker, 1993; Barney, 1991; Dierickx and Cool, 1989; Lado and Wilson, 1994) .
To be imperfectly imitable, a sponsorship should produce a unique outcome which fits in well with the image that the sponsor is trying to convey (Amis et al., 1997; Ferrand and Page Âs, 1996) . Although they may appear valuable, resources unrelated to a firm's strategy are unlikely to convey a competitive advantage (Mosakowski, 1993) . Any sponsorship undertaken should therefore produce an image which is so superior that it clearly differentiates the firm from its competitors, and thus discourages other firms from directly competing with it. The first step to producing this is a long-term agreement. Building up an image that encompasses both the firm and the sponsored party takes a lot of time and effort; it is not something that happens over night. It is therefore important that both parties work at creating the desired image for the sponsoring firm. This image must form a focal point for other marketing that takes place within the firm. Either the sponsored party should directly appear in other advertising and promotional campaigns, or, at the very least, the image that is being built up should be consistent throughout the firm. The creation of a non-fragmentary image of the firm through its sponsorship and other marketing campaigns is essential if the sponsorship is to be non-imitable. Without that image build-up, any competing firm can achieve a similar impact with its own, related sponsorship campaign.
The lack of a clearly defined image is clearly shown in the case of Cornhill, a British insurance corporation anxious to increase its level of public awareness, which invested £2 million in a five year sponsorship of English Test Cricket. Initially able to capitalise on its first-mover advantage, recognition of Cornhill among the general public temporarily rose from 2 per cent to 21 per cent, (something that it was estimated would have cost approximately £50 million through conventional advertising), and sales increased by between £15 million and £20 million (Witcher et al., 1991) . However, unwilling or unable to use the sponsorship to develop a consistent marketing image of the firm, a plethora of other financial services firms (National Westminster Bank, AXA Equity and Life, and Britannic Assurance) took up rival sponsorships of English professional cricket. Subsequently, neither Cornhill nor any of its rivals has managed to develop a powerful enough image to establish itself as the preeminent sponsor of English cricket. In other words, not one firm has managed to develop the sponsorship into a non-imitable resource capable of contributing a sustainable competitive advantage.
By contrast, the alliance between Budweiser beer and the National Football League, in particular the Super Bowl and associated Budbowl, is a good illustration of a company that has developed its sponsorship into a nonimitable resource (Amis et al., 1997) . Budweiser is largely aimed at males, predominantly through images of tough men and sensual women. This advertising ties in well with the gridiron gladiators and scantily clad cheerleaders typical of American football. The unitary nature of the Super Bowl makes it a sponsorship agreement that cannot be replicated. The unique historical conditions which have shaped the image (Barney, 1991) would render it very difficult, costly and time-consuming for another beer company to match the association in the eyes of the consumer, even if Budweiser were to terminate its sponsorship.
Extendability
If a resource is going to be developed into a distinctive, or even core, competence, then managers within the firm must be constantly striving to find new ways of leveraging it across the organisation. An obvious benefit to this is the economies of scope that can accrue from marketing new products or services with existing resources (Bharadwaj et al., 1993) . However, a potentially more valuable way for an organisation to cultivate competence from its current resource base is through recycling (Hamel and Prahalad, 1994) . The more often that it is used, the more the competence is developed, and the more valuable it becomes to the firm which owns it (Grùnhaug and Nordhaug, 1992; Hamel and Prahalad, 1994) . A company or brand name, for example, can be recycled to provide immediate credibility to a new product or service (Berry and Parasuraman, 1991) .
In this sense it is important not to regard sponsorship as being a unidimensional purveyor of an association between the sponsor and the sponsored. The ways of exploiting the relationship are limited only by a manager's imagination. Nike, for example, is a company which grew rapidly during the 1970s but by 1984 its market share was declining. Reebok, originally a British company taken over by American, Paul Fireman, surpassed Nike through its development and promotion of stylish, comfortable aerobics shoes. Needing a powerful image to boost the company, Nike turned to a young basketball player on the verge of turning professional during his senior year at North Carolina State University. About to captain the United States' basketball team in the Los Angeles Olympics, Michael Jordan was widely viewed as a potential star of the National Basketball Association. Nobody was sure of how good he would become however, a point emphasised when he was selected only third in the annual college draft by the Chicago Bulls. Still, Nike saw Jordan as their potential saviour. Showing remarkable prescience at a time when such relationships were unheard of in sports marketing, Nike Vice President Rob Strasser insisted that the Jordan name should become a marketing package which would tie together the brand, the product, the advertising, and the athlete into one image.
Michael Jordan could not be just a face or a name stamped on a bat, ball, or pair of sneakers. The Jordan push would have to include everything from shoes to clothes to television commercials (Strasser and Becklund, 1991, p. 537) .
Although the company was widely criticised in the business press for paying a US$2.5 million salary to a player unproven at the professional level at a time when the company was suffering the worst financial results in its short history,`A ir Jordan'' became the most successful sports line of all time. By early 1993, one in three pairs of athletic shoes sold in the United States were made by Nike, with Air Jordan shoes and apparel contributing over US$200 million a year in sales to the Nike empire (Katz, 1994) .
However, as well as leveraging its involvement with Jordan across the marketing mix, Nike also used, and continues to use, its sponsorship of Jordan and other celebrity athletes in other facets of its operations. For example, athletes give motivational talks, host sales meetings, glamorise new product launches, play golf with clients and employees, and help in product development. Their achievements are used to build pride in Nike as a company and to develop corporate culture (Katz, 1994; Strasser and Becklund, 1991) . Buildings at the company's headquarters in Beaverton, Oregon, are named after famous athletes such as Jordan, Bo Jackson, and Steve Prefontaine. In fact, most employees look at``Michael'' and the other of Nike's stars as colleagues rather than just athletes paid considerable sums to wear the company's logo (Katz, 1994; Strasser and Becklund, 1991) . In this sense, the resource is developed and becomes intertwined with the company. The company looks upon the sponsored athlete or team not just as a paid promoter, but as an integral part of the organisation. The two become more and more synonymous with each other, and develop increasing levels of comfort with each other. In other words, the more that the resource is used and developed, the more valuable it becomes to the organisation which employs it (Hamel and Prahalad, 1994) .
In summary, we have argued that a sponsorship agreement should be considered a resource which, if carefully managed, can be developed into a distinctive competence capable of producing a sustainable competitive advantage for a firm. We now test the validity of our proposals by examining a series of sponsorship agreements entered into by a group of Canadian firms.
Data collection
All of the evidence cited above in support of our reasoning, though useful, is post hoc and anecdotal. In order to gain a more detailed insight into the development of sponsorship as a distinctive competence we use a number of brief case examples from a larger study of 28 Canadian-based national and multi-national companies involved in sport sponsorship at the national and/or international levels. Semi-structured interviews lasting between one and two hours were carried out with each firm's Managing Director, Marketing Director, or other individual responsible for making decisions on sponsorship expenditure. We were particularly interested in uncovering why the firm was involved in its sponsorship agreement, what precipitated it, and what the objectives were for it. Specifically, questions asked included, but were not limited to:``who instigated the sponsorship?'';``how was the initial contact made?'';``what determined which sponsorship opportunity the firm entered into?'';``what was the sponsorship expected to achieve?'';``how was the sponsorship expected to fit into other planned or ongoing marketing initiatives?'';``how was the sponsorship used by the company?'';``what attempts were made to leverage the sponsorship?''; and,``what factors influenced the decision to renew or curtail future investment in the area?''. The interviews were taped and later fully transcribed to ease data analysis. In addition to the information collected from these interviews, data were also collected from company and industry publications, documents from the organisations being sponsored, and popular press articles.
In order to determine if those companies which had been successful had utilised the techniques we suggested to develop their sponsorship into a distinctive competence we first had to identify those companies which were, in fact, successful. Measuring sponsorship effectiveness is not straightforward. Although firms crave concrete data such as return on investment or market share to evaluate expenditures, determining the success of a sport sponsorship campaign is rarely this simple. As Cornwell (1995, p. 21) has noted: the lack of appropriate measurement techniques for the effectiveness of sponsorships is at once the most widely debated and most elusive aspect of the [sponsorship] process.
A major reason for this is the causal ambiguity which makes it difficult to separate the effects of any sponsorship from other marketing carried out at the time. Furthermore, firms often gain other direct and indirect benefits from their sponsorship initiatives that are even more difficult to quantify. Although the two most commonly cited reasons for entering into a sponsorship agreement are increasing public awareness of a company or brand, and changing the company's or brand's image (Witcher et al., 1991; Meenaghan, 1991; Mintel, 1994) , there are several others. These may include the forging of political and business linkages (Gardner and Shuman, 1988) ; the entertaining of corporate clients (Simkins, 1986) ; the personal interest in a particular sport of a senior executive (Meenaghan, 1983) ; the improving of employee relations (Berrett, 1993) ; or the field testing of potential products (Abratt et al., 1987) . Each of these is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to put an accurate financial value on.
Consequently, in this study, an assessment on what constituted a satisfactory or unsatisfactory sponsorship was left to the company involved. In this way, each firm could judge the success or failure of its investment against any criteria that was deemed appropriate by its decision-makers. This was usually made apparent by each firm's actions: either to increase, decrease, renew, or curtail their sponsorship investment. In fact, the key informants which we spoke to were very open about the way in which sponsorship was perceived within their firms; but the decisions cited above did prove to be a useful confirmatory measure. Consequently, we were quite comfortable with our measures of sponsorship success or failure. We thus follow McGrath et al. (1995) , who argued that unless convergence between the objectives of an activity, in this case sponsorship, and the results is occurring, competence is not being developed. As they noted: the extent [to which] those involved in an initiative are able to consistently and reliably achieve objectives . . . increase[s] our confidence that they are developing new competences.
We should note that not every organisation we studied could be classified as`s uccessful'' or``unsuccessful''. Some companies were just in the early stages of their sponsorship and success or failure was hard to evaluate; others were ambivalent or non-committal about the merits of their involvement.
Results
Within our sample we identified ten companies which considered their sport sponsorship campaigns as successful, 12 which felt that they were unsuccessful, and six which were unclassified. Because of the limitations of space we cannot provide detailed cases on all of the companies in our study. Instead, we first present brief case studies of four companies that had clearly been successful and then contrast these with details of four others which were so dissatisfied that they were either ending or had terminated their involvement in sport sponsorship.
A food marketing council
The first company on which we focus is a food information council created in the early 1970s to market and promote a certain type of food. The decision to enter into sport sponsorship was made in 1988 as a result of the misinformation about diet which members of the Council felt was being provided to the general public, and in particular the negative connotations that surrounded the Council's product. Following an approach to the Canadian Sport Medicine and Science Council, a sponsorship agreement was signed, resulting in the creation of the Sports Nutrition for the Athletes of Canada (SNAC) programme, released just prior to the 1992 Olympic Games. Subsequently, the associated workbooks for athletes and coaches became an integral part of the multi-sport National Coaching Certification Program. In addition, in the autumn of 1991, the Council was persuaded by the Canadian Olympic Association (COA) to enter into a partnership with the Canadian Television Company and become a major sponsor of the COA. A high profile athlete was signed as a spokesperson providing the Council with a recognisable figurehead to go with its television access and usage of the Olympic logo, all geared to publicly and credibly broadcast the message that the Council's product was a healthy food necessary for a balanced, nutritional diet.
A dietician whose research had found that almost 33 per cent of all athletes were deficient in a vital mineral which the Council's product could provide was also hired to give greater credibility to the sponsorship and associated advertising campaign. Point-of-sale promotions featuring Olympic athletes were conducted on an increasing basis prior to the 1992 and 1994 Olympics; a booklet was produced comprising athletes favourite recipes featuring the Council's product; a national recipe contest, promoted at the point-of-sale and also on a Canadian chat show, was held with a first prize of a trip for two to the Lillehammer Olympics; workshops were carried out for various Canadian national sport organisations (NSOs); and a school promotional tour was conducted by the Council's spokesperson. The Council felt that the whole campaign, still on-going, was an immense success. The Chief Executive informed us that the Council carries out an annual tracking survey:
to monitor the effectiveness of our advertising and promotional programmes, and [the sponsorship has] been extremely effective for us. We're very pleased.
In fact, their campaign has been recognised as being so successful within the industry that other food boards are seeking to replicate the Council's sponsorship programme.
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A bank
The second company in our study is a bank which has been involved in the sponsorship of Canadian amateur sport since 1952. The bank's primary marketing thrusts occur in the autumn for deposits and loans, the winter for retirement savings plans, and the spring for car loans and mortgages; it was also intent on fostering an image of being a truly national bank, not just one for those in the eastern part of the country which housed its headquarters. Consequently, the bank was looking for a family-oriented marketing opportunity that would be prominent between September and May. Previously, the bank had been involved in many different sponsorship agreements based on the personal preference of senior executives. These, however, had realised little marketing value. In 1988, having considered its various marketing objectives, the bank decided to sponsor a popular Winter Olympic sport. It was felt that a sport organisation with clubs from the Atlantic to the Pacific Oceans, over 185,000 members, and several successful international performers had the potential to accommodate the bank's marketing requirements. The marketing manager informed us that it was a: wonderful opportunity to match clubs with branches to try to get ... the family's business, kid's business; [to develop] a business relationship.
The bank takes very much of a hands-on position. The marketing manager is in touch with the NSO every day, and visits any site that hosts an event well beforehand because``we want to be involved in everything [that] carries our name''.
Although the bank sponsors the organisation as a whole rather than any individual performer, it uses elite athletes to host receptions and act as spokespeople for any charity campaign that it is involved with. It augments its sponsorship by hosting parties at the end of each major event at which customers, staff, and their families are invited to participate in various events with international athletes. The bank also actively promotes a``Stay in School'' programme which ties in well with its grassroots sponsorship, and at a recent World Championship event organised interactive participation so that viewers at home or in the stadium would feel more involved, and take a greater interest, in the event. The bank has developed such a level of expertise that it is frequently called for advice from other companies within the banking industry who are all too eager to sponsor any associated event which the bank declines. In no false show of modesty, the marketing manager acknowledged:
we know we're the best, everyone knows that ... we've been doing it long enough and we've learned from our mistakes, and believe me, we've made a lot of them. I think we're doing it well, we're doing it right.
A fact confirmed by their frequent staff and customer evaluations, and the bank's recent decision to extend its sponsorship of the NSO into 1998.
A watch company
The third company in our study, an expensive watch company, decided to use sponsorship in an attempt to recapture some of its lost market share. To achieve this, the company wanted a sport that would reflect the fact that Canada is cold for eight months of the year, that the peak selling period for the company is Christmas, that would attract the upper socio-economic group that buy the company's product, and was cost-effective. A Winter Olympic sport was selected that the President of Canadian Operations felt``was a good fit for the image of the brand we wanted ... a nice upper level, clean, good looking sport''. From its initial agreement in 1986, the sponsorship package has gradually evolved: the firm hosts regular parties for the families of staff and customers at which they get a chance to interact with the NSO's athletes; it has augmented its primary sponsorship by sponsoring a related series of sporting events; and, it regularly hosts customers and staff at international events. The company has also played on its position of corporate responsibility in supporting Canadian athletes. The President feels that sales have increased as a result of the sponsorship. In fact, he is anxious to further develop the sponsorship by securing a partnership with a national retail chain which can then operate locally to promote the company directly with clubs throughout the country. Furthermore, he has contracted another Winter Olympic sport organisation to launch and then promote a new sports watch.
A building supplies company
In 1986, this building supplies company changed its name from one which had built up tremendous equity in the Canadian marketplace over a period of 50 years, to one which reflected the new majority ownership position being taken by a firm from the US. Retaining its autonomy, the Canadian division decided that a sports sponsorship agreement would reflect its need to publicise its name change while remaining within the budget constraints of what was still a small company. Having carefully researched various options, the company selected a minor winter sport that, although not widely popular, it could, in a marketing sense,``own''. The values that were clearly manifest in the sport were ones which the company felt would reflect its own. As the marketing manager told us:
We sell insulation which is a boring product, so we try to communicate with our market place with some warmth and wit and charm. This sport has lots of warmth, and has lots of values [that we associate with ourselves].
From the moment that it signed the agreement, the company approached the sponsorship in a very positive and active way, making sure that it was in at least weekly contact with the sport organisation. As well as providing money, ideas on how the sport could develop were offered at regular strategy meetings. The company assisted the sport gain Olympic status, something that obviously worked to the benefit of both parties. It then moved on to helping the organisation with its plans for a national training centre. It offers the athletes media training, and even helps them cope with retirement. This has resulted in a very positive working relationship between the two parties, one in which, according to the marketing manager,``they love us as much as we love them''.
With little money to spend, the company maximised its investment by featuring the sport in virtually all of its marketing. As well as the team sponsorship, the company has individual deals with the athletes, and is also the title sponsor of a World Cup event at which customers and employees are able to mix with the athletes at various social events. In addition, point-of-sale promotions and television advertising both feature the sport. As importantly, the sponsorship is used to build corporate culture with, for example, on-site presentations and demonstrations by the athletes, and the inclusion of employees with athletes in much of its promotional material. The company is also planning to include athletes and employees in some charity work in which it is getting involved. The marketing manager explained that:
we include every single person in this company in the things that we do ... because we want them to feel part of the team.
The sponsorship has developed as the company has developed. Recently, the company was planning to expand into new markets in Europe, Japan, Brazil, and the Far East and felt that it could use the sport to communicate with its shareholders and potential investors on Wall Street:
We want to be [seen as] a fresh and exciting company and that's what this sport brings. The sport is growing leaps and bounds, we're growing leaps and bounds, so it's great to piggyback on their growth; and the sport is about innovation: people do things other people are scared to death to do. Companies like ours want to be known for innovation. We're not just an insulation company anymore, we're into other markets: roofing shingles, windows, lots of things, so what we're beginning to sell is innovation.
Not surprisingly, the company is very happy with the sponsorship. The marketing manager again:
There's a lot of people buying from us who weren't buying before ... plus it's a lot of fun. It's enjoyable being involved with the sport''. This was reflected in the decision to extend the sponsorship into 1998, something which the marketing manager told us he was``absolutely delighted with''.
Unsuccessful sponsorships
Those companies in our sample which regarded their sponsorships as failures had, in every case, an easily identifiable flaw which condemned the sponsorship often from the moment the agreement was made. We now briefly present four of these companies from widely different industries, but whose reasons for failure were commonplace in our study.
The first of these is a bank which sponsored a Canadian multi-sport organisation because``the chairman wanted it''. Intended as``an investment in the community'', there was no attempt to link the sponsorship with the bank's products, to add value by promoting the theme of Canadianism as other more successful companies have done, or to build culture by involving employees. According to the marketing manager,``the sponsorship was worth $250,000 and we got nothing for it''.
Our second example involves a consumer products company which sponsored numerous individual athletes and events``because we had the dollars to do it''. There was no attempt to build a coherent marketing image. On one occasion, almost 50 athletes were hired to help launch a product, but with no underlying theme connecting the athletes with the product or company, many felt that the athletes actually detracted from the product. As the marketing director recalled:
Nobody came away from that with the message that we had great products. They came away with the message that we supported Canadian athletes, and we weren't there to sell athletes, we were there to sell products.
The feeling was that sponsorship was a luxury to be enjoyed in times of munificence, but not something on which money should be squandered when scarce.
A clothing company in our sample sponsored several Olympic NSOs and high-profile sporting events by providing a large amount of very expensive clothing. However, there was no attempt to leverage this association or to extend the support into other aspects of the company's operation. As the marketing manager told us, with hindsight,``just putting a tag on a coat ain't gonna cut it, and that's all that was done''.
A major petroleum company provided significant support to various Olympic NSOs but the approach to selecting these was ad hoc and virtually dependent on the personal whim of the chairman. Money was provided by the company which then just sat back and waited for the sponsorship to have its effect. There was no attempt to use the sponsorship to add value to the company's products or build corporate culture. The marketing manager expressed great concern about the piecemeal nature of the sponsorship and the fact that``the company was willing to put money towards something but wasn't prepared to support it with other resources''.
Discussion
The most obvious difference between those companies whose sponsorship initiatives were identified as successful and those we identified as unsuccessful was the recognition by the former of the potential that sponsorship had as valuable resource. Resources, as Rumelt (1991) pointed out, are a fundamental determinant of a company's performance. As such the essence of a company's strategic decision-making must be the identification of its resources and the determination of how it will use these to its advantage (Grùnhaug and Nordhaug, 1992) . This was clearly apparent in those companies which regarded their sponsorship as successful. Unlike the unsuccessful companies in our sample which appeared to have made their decisions on an ad hoc basis because of resource availability or a senior executive's interest, the successful companies overtly linked their sponsorship initiatives to their broader corporate strategy.
The identification of a resource does not, however, in and of itself, give a company a sustainable competitive advantage. Although superior resource allocation can help a firm to a position of advantage, once reached it immediately comes under attack from other companies in the same field. Consequently, truly sustainable advantage, as we have argued earlier, is not a static state but a dynamic one, with the firm constantly moving from one position of advantage to another (D'Aveni, 1994; Dickson, 1996; McGrath et al., 1995) . Those firms which regarded their sponsorship agreements as successful achieved this by making a long-standing commitment to whatever was being sponsored and incorporating it into their strategic thinking. As the marketing manager of the building supplies company told us,``the sport's growth is helping us with some strategies, some of our strategies drive what we do with the sport''. Consequently, the sponsorship, far from being a static entity which remains the same year after year, is constantly evolving to fit the everchanging environment with which the firm is faced. The way in which each successful firm in our study achieved this was by developing its sponsorship agreement, either knowingly or fortuitously, into a distinctive competence. Needless to say, the unsuccessful firms did not.
Each of the three triangulation points necessary to develop a distinctive competence is now discussed. It is worth reiterating that although each is considered separately, they are very much interconnected. For example, using sponsorship to build a particular image to differentiate the company from its competitors will also affect the perceived customer value of the firm's product or service.
Perceived customer value
Each of the firms in the study used their sponsorship agreements to raise the perceived customer value of their products or services through an increase in brand equity (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 1993; Leuthesser et al., 1995) . It has been suggested that celebrity endorsements create a positive attitude towards a particular brand and, ultimately, because they are seen as better value, are more likely to be chosen by customers (Kamins et al., 1989; Ohnian, 1991) . We contend that while this may be true, the only way to create a sustainable advantage is to integrate the sponsorship with the firm's other marketing initiatives to deliver a clear and consistent message to consumers. In other words, an association with a celebrity or an event may have a temporary positive effect, but unless the sponsorship is built up over time to provide a coherent image, any advantage that is created will be short lived. For example, the food marketing council wanted to get across the message that its product was healthy. By using recognised athletes and a dietician to promote its product, and ensuring that it was closely associated with the SNAC programme, it built up its brand equity to serve as a proxy vote for quality and thus created a positive image in the minds of consumers. Similarly, the bank and the watch company worked consistently over a number of years to get across the message that they were associated with sports which were clean, classy, and Canadian, all values that the firm wanted the public to transfer onto it. Each then worked hard to maintain and reinforce that image. Likewise the building supplies company marketing manager told us that the sport that it sponsors``reflects the personality and values this company wants''.
It appears then that there are two elements to increasing perceived customer value through sponsorship. First, an association with a celebrity endorser, be it an individual, team, or event, can have a temporary positive effect on perceived customer value. However, for the sponsorship to be capable of assisting the firm to a position of sustainable competitive advantage, it must improve the perceived image of the firm or brand, and thus be capable of being developed into an area of distinctive competence. As a result, the more time and effort that is spent building up a coherent, positive image, the greater the halo effect around the company (Leuthesser et al., 1995) . The more that the company and its sponsorship become intertwined in the eyes of the public, the more that the company will benefit from the positive characteristics attributed to the entity being sponsored, and the more likely it is that the two will combine to produce a coherent marketing image which will prove of value to the firm. This is borne out by the companies in our study which each confirmed that the sponsorship had directly increased their sales. Of course, this can have a down side if the sponsored athlete, team, organisation, or event attracts negative publicity.
Competitor differentiation
In addition to ensuring that a sponsorship adds customer perceived value, companies entering into such agreements must also ensure that the advantage they obtain cannot be negated through imitation. That is to say the nature of the sponsorship must be such that it differentiates the company involved from its competitors. One obvious way in which companies seek to differentiate themselves from their competitors is by demanding exclusivity, thus precluding any other firms from the same industry. However, this was insisted upon by those which were sponsorship failures just as much as those which were successful. Clearly then, it is not enough just to have a different spokesperson, or place the corporate logo on a different team, to others in the industry. With the sponsorship clutter that is now a feature of the sporting world, those companies keen to use sponsorship to differentiate themselves from their competitors have to be innovative. Any sponsorship resource which can be easily replicated or imitated will not produce a sustainable advantage (Barney, 1991; Grant, 1991; Peteraf, 1993) . The marketing manager of the bank told us that she had shied away from a number of high profile sports: because so many other people are involved with it. You look at the number of other sponsors that are involved and if it's saturated there's nothing that you can do to carve out a niche for yourself.
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The bank ensured that its niche was protected by securing title sponsorship to the major event it supported and by working with the sport organisation to limit the overall number of sponsorships at the event, thus avoiding clutter.
The companies which were successful in our study used a clearly defined image to differentiate themselves from their competitors. All of the companies' representatives that we spoke to reiterated the necessity of having a clearly defined sport sponsorship campaign that was augmented by the rest of the marketing and communications mix. The watch company's Canadian division President, for example, suggested that by having to pay only one affiliation fee, a company has the maximum amount to spend on leveraging the sponsorship to craft an easily identifiable image. The food marketing council Chief Executive explained that any additional marketing:
has to fit our overall strategy ... we like our programmes to be comprehensive. We want it to work not just in our advertising ... because we feel that a lot of the benefit we get is synergistic, having all our different programmes working together through different media.
This, in turn, helps the firm differentiate its products from those of its competitors. Each successful company worked hard to supplement its major sponsorship with other sponsorship or advertising money, something that clearly differentiated them from the unsuccessful firms which tended to enter into piecemeal agreements which they made no attempt to leverage. The watch company, for example, supported its major sponsorship with an associated sporting production that carried the same message to a different audience.
Of course, some successful firms in our sample were involved in more than one sponsorship, but they always worked in conjunction with each other to promote a common image. For example, a brewery in our study was involved in four ostensibly different sponsorship campaigns which featured Formula 1 motor racing, Indy Car motor racing, ice hockey, and various rock music productions. However, all were coordinated to promote the same tough, maleoriented image. This is important because while any resources which are unrelated to a firm's strategy are unlikely to yield a competitive advantage (Mosakowski, 1993) , a carefully created image can provide an extremely valuable tool to differentiate the company and its products from the competition (Ferrand and Page Âs, 1996) . Two petroleum companies in our study found this to their cost when they separately attempted to challenge Esso's supremacy in the Canadian ice hockey world. Esso, a company not in our study, had developed its image so well that the other two companies were forced to abandon their sponsorship efforts when they found that consumers were consistently, and wrongly, attributing their sponsorships to Esso.
Extendability
While a competence may meet the criteria of adding perceived customer value and differentiating a company from its competitors, if a firm is going to maximise its investment the benefits of involvement must be extendable across the company. Again, our successful firms were clearly superior in this regard. There were two ways in which these companies had sought to extend their sponsorship; externally by utilising it in customer oriented promotions and internally by involving employees and helping build corporate culture.
The four companies featured here were continually trying to find new ways in which they could make more and better use of their sponsorships. Externally for example, the food marketing council held point of sale promotions featuring Olympic athletes, conducted a recipe contest that was promoted on a television chat show, and carried out workshops with several Olympic NSOs. The food marketing council and the bank both conducted school education programmes. The bank and the watch company held parties at the end of major events at which customers could participate with the athletes. The building supplies company regularly invited important current and potential customers to the World Cup event which it sponsored. These types of things are very important because the more the competence is used and developed, the more valuable it becomes to the company (Bharadwaj et al., 1993; Grùnhaug and Nordhaug, 1992; Hamel and Prahalad, 1994) .
Internally, each company made use of its sponsorship to shape corporate culture. The building supplies company put on regular demonstrations at factory sites, took employees to events to meet the athletes, and encouraged the staff to look on the Canadian team as being``your team''. As the company's marketing manager told us: you get direct contact between the sport and the employees and the customers and something magic always happens and what you end up doing is building up relationships [with] a lot of trust and a lot of humour. Similar comments were expressed by the other companies' representatives. The bank provided regular video and print updates for its employees on how``their'' athletes were doing, and took some employees to each event that it sponsored. The watch company President commented on how there is a genuine feeling of`w ow! Did we do a nice job for Canada!'' within the company when``their'' athletes stand on the podium. The food council Chief Executive expressed similar sentiments: When [our spokesman] won that gold medal, it was probably the biggest single boost to the industry in a long time because everyone felt like such a winner.
It is not a coincidence that those companies which are successful spend so much time using their sponsorship to build a strong corporate culture. As Bharadwaj et al. (1993) point out, this can itself be a source of competitive advantage as it works to increase employee morale and provide a clear direction for all employees of where the company is heading.
Together, then, the three triangulation points can turn a potentially useful resource into a distinctive competence capable of assisting the firm to a position of sustainable competitive advantage. It is not, however, something that comes easily. All of the companies in our study which were successful had been involved with the sport organisations which they were sponsoring for a Sport sponsorship 269 number of years. Each of them also played an active role in shaping the sponsorship with contact between the two organisations on a weekly or even daily basis. The building supplies company marketing manager told us that: it takes vision, it takes dedication. You can't be in and out of this after two years if nothing is happening. It takes time to build networks and relationships.
Important as customer value, competitor differentiation, and extendability are, therefore, nothing would be possible without the time and effort that hold the triangulation points together and make a sustainable advantage possible.
Conclusion
There is nothing particularly original in suggesting that sponsors need to abandon the notion of one off, piecemeal sponsorship campaigns conducted on an ad hoc basis, although it appears to be a message which many firms still ignore. What we have tried to demonstrate in this paper is that sponsorship can be an extremely valuable resource with great utility in a firm's quest for a sustainable competitive advantage. For this to be achieved, however, the firm must approach any sponsorship agreement as a potentially valuable resource worth spending time and effort on developing. If this commitment is made, then the notion of developing the agreement into an area of distinctive competence becomes viable. Customer value will likely increase, temporarily, if a firm or brand is associated with a celebrity endorser ± individual, team, or event ± which appeals to the firm's target market. However, longer-term advantage depends on integrating the sponsorship with the rest of the marketing mix to produce a common and powerful image for the firm. As well as increasing perceived customer value by increasing brand equity, development of such an image also works to differentiate the firm from its competitors, the second characteristic of a distinctive competence. Differentiation depends on the resource being non-imitable, which in turn depends on the development of a powerful image around the sponsorship and other marketing within the firm. The ultimate goal for the firm is that it becomes almost synonymous with the party that it is sponsoring. This level of resource development depends, in large part, on the sponsorship being extendable. The more often a competence is used, the more it develops, which consequently leads to an increased advantage to the holder of the resource, not only in respect to the economies of scale which accrue but, more importantly, because of the way in which the two parties evolve together (Hamel and Prahalad, 1994) . Thus a sponsorship which is used in a variety of different ways across the organisation will prove much more valuable than one that is used simply to forward an advertising message. It should be clear that any firm wishing to cultivate a sponsorship agreement into a distinctive competence must commit time, effort, and resources to it. Those that do, however, will have a potentially valuable tool that can contribute immensely to achieving a position of sustainable competitive advantage.
